















in	Europe	 including	over‐crowded	 institutions,	 increasing	diversity	 in	prison	populations,	 the	
need	to	keep	pace	with	pedagogical	changes	in	mainstream	education	and	the	adoption	of	new	
technologies	 for	 learning	 (Hawley	 et	 al.,	 2013).	 	 	 These	 are	 challenges	 confronting	 all	 policy	
makers	 involved	 in	 prison	 education	 in	 England	 and	Wales	 in	 a	 policy	 context	 that	 is	messy,	
contradictory	and	fiercely	contested.		The	article	argues	that	this	policy	context,	exacerbated	by	















its	 prison	 system	 is	widely	 recognised	 as	 being	 the	most	 privatised	 in	 Europei	 (Mason	2013;	
Prison	Reform	Trust	2013;	Howard	League	2014)	and	second,	along	with	Scotland	and	Wales,	it	
boasts	the	highest	rates	of	imprisonment	in	Western	Europe	(MoJ	2013c;	Grimwood	and	Berman	
2012).	This	article	starts	by	setting	out	 the	socio‐economic	context	 that	has	 influenced	recent	
prison	 education	 policy	 formation	 in	 England	 and	Wales.	 	 This	 discussion	 is	 followed	 by	 an	
overview	of	 European	prison	 education	 initiatives	 associated	with	 and	 informed	by	 a	 human	
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rights	 agenda	 before	 looking,	 more	 closely,	 at	 two	 aspects	 of	 a	 neo‐liberal	 approach	 to	 the	










at	 a	 time	 when	 many	 countries	 face	 austerity	 cuts,	 keeping	 people	 in	 prisons	 is	 expensive.		
Ministry	of	Justice	figures	reveal	that	the	average	cost	of	a	prison	place	in	England	and	Wales	in	
2012/13	was	£36,808	(MoJ	2013b).		Yet	despite	(or	in	spite	of)	this	high	expenditure,	two	thirds	




reoffending	 (Social	 Exclusion	 Unit	 2002).	 It	 is	 true	 that	 evidence	 of	 an	 incontrovertible	




















a	 reduction	 in	 reoffending,	 the	 policy	 context	would	 still	 be	 bedevilled	with	 a	wide	 range	 of	
contextualised	problems.		Briefly,	there	are	practical	problems	related	to	infrastructure	and	the	
occupational	setting	of	prison	education.		There	are	divergent	pressures	within	the	system	itself.	









built	 facilities	 from	 the	 1960s	 and	70s”	 (Lokyer	 2013:	 9).	 	 It	 is	worth	noting	 that	while	New	
Labour’s	 £55	 billion	 Building	 Schools	 for	 the	 Future	 (DfES	 2003)	 scheme	 replaced	many	 old	
Victorian	 schools	 with	 new	 buildings,	 no	 similar	 programme	 has	 ever	 been	 put	 in	 place	 for	


























in	 which	 the	 popular	media	 reports	 crime,	 law‐breaking	 and	 offending,	 the	 situation	 is	 very	
different.	Competing	expectations	and	the	dilemmas	associated	with	them	are	exacerbated	within	





























































The	 European	 Commission’s	 2001	 Commission	 on	 Lifelong	 Learning	 (EC	 2001),	 for	 example,	
made	no	reference	whatsoever	to	prisons,	prisoners	and	their	educators.			Much	of	the	literature	
coming	 from	 the	European	Union	on	adult	 learning	 tends	 to	homogenise	 adult	 education	and	
training	needs	for	the	marginalised.	For	example,	while	the	European	Council’s	(2011)	Council	
Resolution	 on	 a	 Renewed	 European	 Agenda	 for	 Adult	 Learning	 explicitly	 addresses	 those	
traditionally	excluded	from	learning	it	is	noteworthy	that	prisoners	are	referred	to	just	once	in	
this	document.		Other	reports	commissioned	by	the	European	Commission,	explicitly	addressing	
prison	 education,	 can	 at	 times	 convey	 naivety	 regarding	 policy	 implementation	 and	 practice	
within	a	secure	institution.	For	example,	while	the	“development	and	implementation	of	tools	and	













associated	with	 the	 importation	of	 ideas	and	practices	borrowed	 from	the	private	sector	 (e.g.	







over	 two	decades,	 grounded	 in	 the	 belief	 that	 the	 competitive	 ‘market’	 is	 the	 antidote	 to	 the	
perceived	failings	of	Keynesianism	in	more	efficiently	allocating	human	and	material	resources	
(Dunn	2009).		Formally	facilitated	through	local	education	authorities	(local	councils	in	England	
and	 Wales	 responsible	 for	 education	 within	 their	 jurisdiction)	 and	 by	 prison	 instructors	
employed	directly	by	HM	Prison	Service,	prison	education	has,	since	1993	been	contracted	out	in	













previous	 attempts	 to	 reform	 the	 delivery	 of	 education	 in	 prisons	 (House	 of	 Commons	 2008;	
Natale	L.	2010).	 	O’Brien	(2010:	29)	notes,	 for	example,	 that	 “offender	participation	 in	OLASS	





performing	 well,	 as	 repeatedly	 confirmed	 in	 many	 reports	 from	 the	 Independent	
Monitoring	Boards	and	the	Prison	Inspectorate.		Recent	reports	from	Ofsted	confirm	this.		
Directors	of	learning	and	skills	in	prisons	have	been	immensely	frustrated	at	being	unable	
to	 make	 the	 best	 of	 resources	 available	 due	 to	 inflexibilities	 of	 the	 system	 they	 are	
presented	with	(Department	for	Business	Innovation	and	Skills	&	the	Ministry	of	Justice.	
2011.	p.3,	my	italics)).			
These	 inflexibilities	 are	well	documented	 (Bracken	2011;	Pike	2012;	Rogers	et	al.,	 2014)	 and	
include,	 for	 example,	 the	 frequent	 transfer	 of	 prisoners	 between	 institutions;	 a	 narrow	
curriculum	focussing	on	basic	or	‘employability’	skills;	limited	or	non‐existent	Internet	access	for	
many	prisoners;	chronic	staff	shortages;	and	an	over	emphasis	on	security	and	efficiency	to	the	
detriment	 of	 education	 and	 training	 (e.g.	 limiting	what	 resources	 can	 be	 brought	 into	 prison	
learning	 environments).	 Within	 the	 context	 of	 a	 commitment	 to	 reduce	 re‐offending	Making	
Prisoners	Work	included	a	renewed	focus	on	making	prisons	a	preparation	for	work.	Thus	there	
was	 an	 emphasis	 on	 greater	 provision	 of	 vocational	 skills	 training	 in	 the	 twelve	 months	
immediately	 before	 release.	 Indeed,	 eligibility	 for	 education	 and	 training	 was	 contingent	 on	
prisoners	being	within	a	 certain	proximity	 to	 release.	This	process	was	managed	by	 the	 joint	




2012)	 setting	 out	 the	 agreed	 arrangements	 for	 delivery	 of	 the	Offenders’	 Learning	 and	 Skills	
Service	Phase	4.			‘OLASS	4’	brought	with	it	a	range	of	contracts	for	the	delivery	of	learning	and	
skills	 in	 prisons	 empowering	 prison	 Governorsviii,	 in	 conjunction	 with	 OLASS	 to	 determine	
prisoner	educational	provision.		Contracts	are	awarded	to	Further	Education	(FE)	colleges	and	











so	 often	 is	 unsettling	 for	 staff	 and	 does	 not	 allow	 continuity	 of	 systems	 for	 learners	
[interviewee	cited	in	Rogers	et	al.,	2014:	36).			
OLASS	 4	 arrangements	 focus	 on	 funding	 by	 results.	 Educational	 providers	 must	 draw	 down	
money	 that	 is	 outcomes‐driven	 and	 employability‐focused.	 The	 OLASS	 Funding	 Rules	 and	
Guidance	notes	state	the	need	for:			
a	 revision	 of	 funding	 to	 bring	 allocations	 for	 each	 prison	 in	 line	 with	 new	 priorities	














 Advanced‐level	 Apprenticeship	 framework	 Higher	 Apprenticeship	 framework”	
[The	Skills	Funding	Agency.	2013:	p.3].			
	
Level	3	 (vocational)	 courses	and	A	 level	 (academic)	programmes	are	 longer‐term	educational	
pathways	 (typically	 taking	 two	 years	 to	 complete	within	mainstream	 educational	 provision).		
These	programmes	act	 for	many	as	 the	bridge	between	school	and	university.	 	Earlier	 in	 this	
paper	I	argued	that	while	EU	prisoners	have	the	right	to	an	education,	in	practice	it	can	be	hard	
to	 access.	OLASS	4	provides	 some	access	but	 it	 comes	hedged	by	 caveats	 and	 conditions.	 For	
example,	while	the	funding	system	relying	on	loans	affects	all	people	over	the	age	of	24	and	not	
just	prisoners	the	OLASS	Guidance	notes	appear	to	disincentivise	prisoner	aspiration	and	demand	
for	 higher‐level	 courses	 while	 incentivising	 the	 supply	 of	 short	 vocational	 and	 skills‐based	














loans,	 this	 mandated	 guidance	 seems	 to	 suggest	 a	 policy	 focus	 on	 short‐term	 and	 narrowly	
economistically	“hard”	instrumental	outputs.	Rogers	et	al.,	(2014)	drawing	on	their	survey	data	
found	 that	 nearly	 two‐thirds	 (62%)	 of	 prison	 educators	 in	 their	 study	 criticised	 competitive	
tendering	for	prison	contracts	and	the	fact	that	funding	is	dependant	on	prisoners’	results.		They	
argued	that	a	payment‐by‐results	model	“rewards	providers	who	maximise	revenue	by	providing	
short,	 low	 level	 courses	 that	 typically	 secure	 high	 success	 and	 completion	 rates”	 (ibid.	 39).	
Similarly,	Champion	(2013),	in	a	report	commissioned	by	the	Prisoners’	Education	Trust	notes	











things,	 prisoner	 access	 to	 formal	 and	 informal	 education,	 literacy	 programmes,	 basic	
education,	 vocational	 training,	 creative	 religious	 and	 cultural	 activities,	 physical	




al.,	2012),	distributed	 to	national	 coordinators	of	prison	education	 in	35	 countries	 in	Europe,	
identified	 two	 sets	 of	 barriers	 to	 education	 experienced	 by	 many	 prisoners.	 The	 first	 set,	







7).	 	 It	 is	 hardly	 surprising	 then	 that	 a	 “lack	 of	 motivation	 to	 learn”	 and	 “previous	 negative	
experiences	of	education”	are	the	most	commonly	reported	reasons	why	many	English	and	Welsh	








































and	are	 considered	 to	be	potentially	 transformative	 for	prisoners	 (Duguid	and	Pawson	1998;	
Wilson	and	Reuss	2000;	Pike	and	Adams	2012).		However	while	access	to	these	courses	is	more	




distance	 learning	 courses	 (e.g.	 those	provided	 by	 the	Open	University).	 	Despite	 the	 fact	 that	
OLASS	has	invested	in	the	upgrading	and	replacement	of	ICT	in	many	prisons	(Pike	and	Adams	
2012)	the	technology‐enhanced	learning	associated	with	these	courses	is	being	undermined	by	a	






this	challenging	environment	(Centre	 for	Social	 Justice	2009).	This	deficiency	 in	the	skills	and	
practices	of	prison	teaching	has	also	been	highlighted	in	the	HM	Chief	Inspector’s	2013‐14	report	
that	stated:	
Outstanding	 teaching	 and	 learning	 were	 rare,	 even	 in	 the	 better	 prisons.	 	 We	 were	
particularly	 concerned	 that	 English	 and	Mathematics	were	 not	 sufficiently	 prioritised,	
with	weak	 teaching	 reflected	 in	poor	achievement	 in	accredited	qualifications	 in	most	
prisons	(HM	Chief	Inspector	of	Prisons	2014:	45)	
Little	 provision	 for	 high	 quality	 Continuing	 Professional	 Development	 (CPD)	 is	 available	 for	
teachers	who	work	 in	 prisons,	 and	 the	 value	 placed	 on	what	 CPD	 is	 provided	 by	 those	who	
experience	 it	 varies	 considerably.	 	 In	 their	 survey	 of	 prison	 educators	 Rogers	 et	 al.,	 (2014),	
commenting	on	the	quality	of	CPD	for	prison	educators	noted	that:		
…the	quality	of	the	provision	was	criticised	by	50.7%	of	the	respondents,	even	though	
64%	reported	that	 the	 training	received	over	 the	 last	18	months	had	been	relevant	 to	
their	role,	but	not	the	subjects	taught	(Rogers	et	al.,	2014:	5).			










sector	as	a	whole	(e.g.	 the	endogenous	and	exogenous	 forms	of	privatisation	discussed	 in	this	
paper	 accompanied	 by	 governmental	 austerity	 measures).	 Other	 challenges	 are	 more	
longstanding	and	specific	to	prison	education	(e.g.	an	underdeveloped	prison	infrastructure;	an	
overcrowded	 and	 often	 mobile	 prison	 population;	 negative	 public	 opinion	 of	 offenders	
accompanied	 by	 negative	media	 attention).	 	 A	 disjuncture	 exists	 between	 the	 discourses	 and	
legislation	surrounding	the	rights	of	all	prisoners	to	education	in	Europe	and	what	is	happening	
on	the	ground	in	English	and	Welsh	prisons.	While	there	is	a	rhetoric	of	inclusion,	entitlements	
and	 a	 rights‐based	 approach	 towards	 the	 provision	 of	 education	 and	 training	 in	 the	 prison	
services	of	Europe,	in	practice	in	England	and	Wales,	other	more	dominant	policies	undercut	and	
marginalise	 these	more	humane	approaches.	 	A	neo‐liberal	 logic	 that	 alleges	 that	 competitive	
tendering	 and	 performance	 outcomes	 are	 the	 best	 drivers	 to	 improve	 prison	 education	 has	
culminated	 in	a	race‐to‐the‐bottom	in	 the	standards	of	educational	provision	 for	prisoners.	 In	
England	and	Wales,	the	HM	Chief	Inspector	of	Prisons	found,	in	2013,	that	both	“the	quantity	and	
quality	 of	 purposeful	 activity	 in	 which	 prisoners	 are	 engaged	 [has]	 plummeted”	 (HM	 Chief	















rather	 than	 a	place	 for	 reform.	 	 This	problem	 is	 exacerbated	 further	by	 the	perceived	 cost	of	
prison	 education	 provision	 to	 the	 taxpayer.	 	 A	 neo‐liberal	 policy	 approach	 of	 competitive	
tendering	aims	to	reduce	these	costs	to	the	state	while	indirectly	reneging	on	the	responsibility	












and	 policy	 makers.	 	 	 However	 in	 England	 barriers	 to	 high	 quality	 education	 exist	 for	 most	
prisoners	and	are	compounded	by	fragmentation	and	differentiation.	Provision	varies	depending	
on	 the	 length	of	 incarceration,	 the	 type	of	 crime,	 the	 type	of	provider	 and	 the	 location	of	 the	
prisoner.	Those	on	remand	or	receiving	hospital	care	receive	little	or	no	access	to	any	form	of	
prison	education	whatsoever.		Prison	education	is	facilitated	by	a	‘Cinderella’	profession	isolated	
from	 the	 professional	 recognition,	 accreditation	 and	 remuneration	 of	 the	 wider	 teaching	
profession.	 	 The	 characteristic	 ambiguity	 in	 England	 about	 what	 constitutes	 ‘education’	 or	
‘training’	is	one	that	is	exacerbated	by	economism	and	political	sensitivity	to	penal	populism.	Such	
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